Nearly two thousand years after gladiators sparred on the blood-soaked sand of the Roman Colosseum, instant replay entered Major League Baseball.
1
In a world of rapidly changing technology -a world in which a message that is today transmitted via text message would have one year ago been sent by email, five years ago by telephone and one hundred years ago by telegram -it may sometimes seem as if nothing is static, as if nothing is grounded in truth. Yet humanity is more than a string of technological advancements. While the medium may change over time, the content of that message -whether news of success or of failure, happiness or sadness, birth or death -remains fundamentally the same because human emotions, the will to win, the trials and tribulations of life… these things are not new. The hallmarks and handicaps of the human race endure, and these include learning to work together, confronting the very human fear of death, welcoming the new while honoring the old, and, yes, rooting for the home team. It was not until one very scary day in middle school that I realized just how intertwined these human phenomena truly are.
Black flies swarmed overhead as I got down on one knee in the withering grass that covered the 50-yard line. Football practice had ended for the day and Coach
Thompson was about to give one of his famous pep talks in anticipation of the following day's big game. As Coach paced erratically back and forth, he uttered a chilling phrase that remains etched in my memory seven years later, "Sometimes, you only get one chance to make a big play. Sometimes, you only get once chance to make a big play."
Wow. I couldn't sleep that night. It is not normal to tell a 13-year-old that, sometimes, you only get one big chance in life. That might not be exactly what I was told, but that's what I heard; that's the metaphorical and metaphysical power of sports.
As an adolescent, it is much more common and comforting to be showered with the "you can achieve anything you want in this world" type of inspirational fallacy than the cold truth that one's future is finite and uncertain. What if I only get one shot to make a big play? What if that shot had already come and gone? All of a sudden, I was an aging athlete; I had to confront the realities of mortal life in a new and very adult way. As I knelt down on that field, the fundamental truth of human insignificance -albeit a less eloquent formulation in my 13-year-old mind -began to solidify and has stayed with me ever since:
For the underlying metaphysic of sports entails overcoming the fear of death… Each time one enters a contest, one's unseen antagonist is death. Not one's visible opponent, who is only the occasion for the struggle. But the Negative Spirit, the Denier. That is why the image of the aging athlete is so poignant: it begins to mix the ritual contest with the actual contest, ritual death with the coming of real death. In the aging athlete, the ultimate reality of sports breaks through the symbol, becomes explicit. Death advances on us all. Not even our vitality, not even our beauty of form, not even our heroic acts can hold it back. "The boys of summer" fade away. The ritual goes on, young men testing themselves against the terror without a name. Human life is essentially a defeat; we die. The victories of sport are ritual triumphs of grace, agility, perfection, beauty over death. 2
What does all this have to do with today's rapid technological change? The truth and majesty of sports; the human aspirations and triumphs and tragedies that have captivated the Roman Colosseum and Yankee Stadium alike… these things underscore the notion that meaning does not come from innovation itself. What we today call "progress" might facilitate communication or improve healthcare, but it does not provide the moral and human elements that truly give meaning to life. That the 20 th century was perhaps the bloodiest century of all time should make even the most proud citizen of our modern, high-tech civilization question the notion of "progress" so revered in the world today.
Yet, as nuclear material proliferates, wireless Internet beams down from orbiting satellites and spaceships blast off to explore the ether, today's technological change is significant in that it promises to alter the basic structures, and by extension, the morality of human society. It is critical that technological change be accommodated and implemented in a way that supplements -not supplants -the pure human spirit, the ambition, the beauty, the grace that inspired and leant meaning to the first and twentyfirst centuries in turn. Let me explain by way of an analogy.
The implementation of instant replay to help referees officiate sporting events, like the introduction of cutting-edge technologies in so many walks of life, brought to bear a very new insight on a very old problem: Fairly and accurately judging a game (like a court case or anything else) is a difficult task. Throughout the centuries, bad calls have undermined the fairness of competition (as mistaken verdicts have undermined justice and plagued human society). Finally, at least in sports, technology provided a solution:
Record the action, slow it down, and watch it again (and again, and again). Problem solved, right? Wrong.
Instant replay has proved to be a quite controversial and limited addition to the referee's regulatory arsenal. Stopping play to review close calls disrupts the rhythm of the game and strips much of the cherished humanity from the sport. Furthermore, much of an umpire or referee's job rests not in deciding black-and-white matters like whether the ball landed in fair or foul territory, but in exercising complex judgments like determining if the batter purposefully interfered with the catcher's attempts to throw out a base-stealer, or if a football player committed such an abstract offense as "unnecessary roughness." In these subjective and very human matters, a video recording -whether watched in real time, slow motion, or super slow motion -is of very little use.
Yet, the advantages of replay technology are clear: Though cranky traditionalists often complain that the game has changed from "the good old days," instant replay properly implemented does lead to more accurate calls and therefore more just competition. Many who object to this innovation resist change for the sake of resisting change; they are (in many cases, because they are uncomfortable with the world passing them by; because they cannot accept the minutia that is their own mortality) standing in the way of the constant evolution that characterizes human society. Shortly after the invention of cars, for example, many longed for the good old days of horse and buggy.
Shortly after industrialization, many longed for the good old days of an agrarian America… but that's progress.
However, we must never bow down to the temple of progress and worship it for its own sake. Instant replay and other innovations that promise to improve society and ease the toils of man must do just that: they must improve, not tear down, human institutions. The recent implementation of instant replay in Major League Baseball reflects this critical distinction. The baseball rulebook clearly defines the strike zone as the area over home plate as high as the middle of the batter's torso and as low as the batter's knee. That sounds simple enough. Yet, practically speaking, the formation of the strike zone in a given ballgame is an extraordinarily intricate psychological process.
Some umps call the high strike, and some call the low. Greg Maddux, the legendary right-hand pitcher and future Hall of Famer, was famous for nibbling away at the outside corner. He'd start by throwing pitches on the outside corner, then throw pitches a couple of inches off the corner, challenging the umpire to draw a distinction. Maddux thus used his crafty and subtle style to slowly enlarge the strike zone, much to the chagrin of opposing batters and managers.
Of course, a replay or radar system could be used to call strikes that are more accurate according to the letter of the law. But that would entail ripping the heart and soul out of baseball. Some of the most beautifully tense moments of the game -Maddux manipulating the strike zone, angry catchers asking the ump, "Hey, what was wrong with that pitch?" or irate managers running over to home plate and kicking up dirt in disgustall these moments rely on the pure humanity in the game, all these moments could become things of the past if humanity's great technological advancement is improperly applied. Major League Baseball has recognized this danger, and currently uses instant replay only to determine whether the ball clears the fence and should be ruled a homerun, since using instant replay for this function neither delays nor substantively alters the dynamic of the game. We must realize that, in this age of dizzying technological growth, newer and faster is not necessarily better. The instant replay is truly a tremendous invention that promises to improve the fairness and therefore the greatness of sports, but it is not appropriate in all circumstances. Where technology adds to the game of baseball, it must be adopted. Where technology strips the game of its humanity and meaning, it must be abjured.
I believe that the game of life operates in much the same way.
D
The woman is my grandmother Winnie, and her beau, my grandfather Ken. Their courtship in letters took place over sixty years ago during World War II, and the fruits of their love brought five children, fifteen grandchildren, fifteen great-grandchildren (with two more on the way), and, most recently, a great-greatgrandchild. Since my grandmother's youth, the world has experienced a technological revolution. The consequences, good and bad, of this technological growth are most clearly seen through humanity's most central unit: the family.
Generation 2
A teenage girl named Peggy paces back and forth in the kitchen while she talks on the phone trailing the cord on the floor as she goes. It's her turn to make dinner, but that won't stop her from catching up on the latest gossip. Do you really think Vince likes me? She squeezes the phone between her shoulder and her ear while she opens a can of peas, then she hops around her youngest sister who sits playing on the floor, and grabs some milk from the refrigerator. All the while her friend is chatting a mile a minute. Well, Mary's brother Freddy has an art class with Vince's cousin Ellen, and she says that he says that she says he couldn't take his eyes off of you at the parish fair. Peggy is grateful her friend can't see her blushing over the phone. She steps back over her sister to stir the peas but she can't take a step further. Sheryl, I need to call you back, she says. She has not only managed to tangle all twelve feet of phone cord, she managed to wrap it around herself and her little sister in the process.
D
For my mother and her siblings, going to the movies was a big treat. After all, there were only three channels on the black and white television, and once a film left the theater, it was gone. Sometimes you could purchase a record with the music from the movie, but if you wanted to watch it again, you could only play it in your memory. When one of my aunts began dating, she insisted that her baby sister accompany her on dates to the movies. In this way, my mother got to see The Sound of Music five times. By the time my parents were in college, you could record your own home videos if you were tech-savvy enough. As the large final project for one of her classes, my mother made an audio recording of part of her presentation, physically splicing the tape to get the edits she needed. My father, who had a geeky interest in new machines that were as large as Rigamer 2 rooms, computers, became part of the technology industry before there really was one. Today, he still always has the latest gadget.
Generation 3
The realization that I am in the middle of this living family line has only recently hit me. After all, my second cousin Chrystalynne, the mother of generation 5's first member, Trenton, is only two years younger than I am. Still, the world I've grown up in is starkly different from my grandmother's, and, with technology improving exponentially, the world Trenton grows up in will be even further away from our experiences. Because I have a cell phone, I don't even have a land line, much less a phone with a chord. Instead of only being able to see a film in the theatre, I can rent or buy one, or watch it streaming online. I can even have it delivered to my door. Sure, the first music I bought for myself was on cassette tape, but now even though I own enough music to take up an entire bookshelf, I carry all of it in my back pocket thanks to my iPod. I have a hard time imagining a day without internet.
Not everyone has this luxury, certainly. The stark contrast of our techno-saturated lives to the lives of those who struggle to obtain food and clean water on a daily basis is painful. I am hopeful, however, that technology can improve the plight of those who have the least. Learning about their daily realities is only a click away, and thanks to many interest groups and organizations, beginning to make positive changes in those lives can start with a few more clicks. However, it can't stop there. There is no substitute for physical presence and action.
Technology has become so central to the lives of my generation that it no longer merely enhances the quality of life as electricity, refrigeration, cars, or even phones have done; rather, it defines the quality of our lives.
There is a danger we might forget that our "virtual" actions are not the same as real ones.
When my family was all together over the Christmas holidays, my mother laughed one morning because she walked into the living room to find all the twenty-somethings in the house each with a laptop, still in our pajamas. Even though we were in the same room with each other, we were updating our blogs, uploading Christmas photos, answering emails, all in an effort to communicate. We were even posting comments on each other's various internet spaces. Waking up and getting on our computers was as natural as brushing our teeth. But we were missing out on the opportunity to actually talk with the people in the room with us.
Generation 4
It is Christmas Eve and the youngest cousins are about to begin the family nativity play. They edited the script on a laptop during the drive in to town. Weeks ago, through chats on MySpace, they had graciously worked out who would play Mary and Joseph. Although the oldest of this generation is old enough to have a child, the average age of this group is 10, and none of the kids are strangers to the latest technology. For them, this play is awfully low-tech. They turn in their homework assignments online, and they think nothing of watching the presidential inauguration on the computers of their classrooms. For the Christmas play, they think it is "retro" to use a CD player to accompany their action, and after it is over, the TV they use to play the recording (this is the generation of instant documentation and publication, after all) is box-shaped instead flat, and it is certainly not high definition. This doesn't matter, though. They'll post it on YouTube before Santa delivers their gifts. Our family Christmas pageant has had a new infant to play baby Jesus almost every year, and this year is no exception. This year, though, that baby marks a new generation.
Generation 5
Within hours of his birth, Trenton already had an internet presence. He was posting blogs and photos with such precision and speed, it seemed as if he'd been practicing in utero. I exaggerate, but only slightly. In 2029,
Rigamer 3 when Trenton is in his twenties, he might take a commuter train to the moon, but more likely, his holograph will do the travelling. Instead of carrying around his files, his music and movies, and his family photos, in various microscopic sized gadgets, he'll probably just have a data port implanted under his skin for direct upload to his brain. He'll take pictures when he blinks, and he'll communicate long distances by tugging twice on his left ear. Really, I don't know what the future will be like for this generation. I hope that future technologies will bring my children and grandchildren truly closer to their fellow humans rather than creating distance, or worse, artificial closeness. I hope that instead of using technology as an impetus to work longer hours for lower wages with the goal of keeping up with the Jones, future generations will opt for technological improvements that provide them with leisure time, time to, perhaps, unplug.
D
Changing technologies come with risks and challenges. Still, the benefits of technology make up for the disadvantages. Communications technologies allow me to remain close to my family even when geographical distance separates us. We operate an online wiki to update each other's contact information and plan events. When I was studying abroad, my brother David became an eagle scout. Because I couldn't attend his ceremony in person, I recorded a digital video of my congratulations and send it to him over the internet. My cousin across the country sent me a text message announcing her engagement as soon as her fiancé popped the question. And just this week, my great Aunt Fanchon, who turns eighty this year and who has been my pen-pal since I was eight, friended me on Facebook. Because technology seems to change and improve faster and faster each day, most of us will live to see the technologies and gadgets we grew up with become obsolete. When I call my grandmother back home, she marvels at how clear the connection is since I'm "all the way in New York."
My hope is that with all the goods and services technology brings to us, it does not take away our sense of wonder, our ability to connect, without wires or wireless, to each other. I hope we remember that while some technologies may be a better substitute for personal communication that others, there really is no substitute for holding someone's hand, for giving him a hug, or just looking at her face to face.
We should also remember that sometimes life is better without the instant gratification technology seeks to provide. Emily Dickinson wrote, "To wait an Hour -is long -/ If Love be just beyond -/ To wait Eternityis short -/ If Love reward the end -" During World War II, my grandparents wrote to each other daily and waited fervently between mailings. For all their anticipation, they didn't see each other or even hear each other's voices for two years. They didn't know when or if they would see each other again, and each letter was a gift. They couldn't be together to memorize the freckles of their skin, the crinkles of their eyebrows, so they memorized every nuance of the other's handwriting. They told the beginning of their love story in ink and stamps.
My grandmother sits in her living room with piles of shoeboxes, gingerly unfolding letter after yellowed letter. Once again, she and my grandfather are separated, this time by unearthly distance. But she takes solace in her large, loving family, calling from the kitchen. Just as before, she does not know how long it will be until she is reunited with her love, but until that day, she can hold his words to her in her hands.
After Lent, my youngest brother Daniel will make his confirmation. To congratulate him, I could call or text as we frequently do. Thanks to the convenience of email, I even help him with his homework on a regular basis even though we live thousands of miles apart. But for something like this, wonders of technology don't compare to actually being there to see his smile. Still, even though I can't be there in person, I can give him What do you see? It seems like a fairly simple and straightforward question most people can easily answer. However, consider that this question will be asked at a distinct moment in time and that the answer will be bound to what is known and understood at that moment. I now realize that if asked the same question while looking at a given scene at various points in my life my answers would be significantly different. Consider, for example, a forest scene. If I was questioned as a toddler I would probably point and provide maybe one word, trees. As a young child I might indicate that I could see trees, dirt, leaves, birds and so on -simple objects that compose the scene. In my teen years I would likely be able to expand upon this and name specific trees -maple, red oak, white pine -or capture a more dynamic image -a bird eating or a squirrel gathering nuts. Now, as a college junior, I could both label the whole scene more comprehensively -a mixed deciduous-conifer forest ecosystem that represents a net carbon sink -while, at the same time, describing finer details -a close positive interaction between trees and mycorrhizal fungi and so on. The scene didn't change but my awareness of both its components and their sum developed over time. Further, not only did my knowledge change but so did my use my sensory system -the information input became more acute as I learned to process more accurately, allowing me to pinpoint specific details that at younger ages would have simply gone without noticing. Now, my sensory capability did not actually, in itself, become more acute over this short period of time. My knowledge and processing of the information developed. However, sensory systems have developed and become more acute over much longer periods of time. Consider the primitive light sensing organs of some early vertebrates. What began as very basic detection of light versus dark has developed into the amazingly powerful eyes of hawks, cats, and humans. Thus over time, what entire taxa of organisms actual sees has changed dramatically.
A similar series of developments has been occurring on a much larger scale and at an accelerating rate. These developments of "sensory acuity" and contextual understanding are playing out at the societal level through the growth and advancement of communication and information technologies, specifically through computers and the internet. We are now more aware of the events around us and half-a-world away while accessing information in many media forms requires less and less effort. The pace and impacts of these developments are sure to be unimaginable in the coming years and, as such, we must understand what they might mean in the present if we are to continue on this path.
While the expansion of communications has morphed from simple printed documents to radio, television, and the internet over a period of many decades I experienced the same transition over a much more contracted period. Television did not play a very large role throughout most of my childhood as we did not have access to cable or satellite services. I do not recall using the internet until about age ten and from then until about two months ago this was a simple dial-up service that limited both my the access and utilization of information.
* The use of technology over the course of my academic career has been startlingly dynamic, shifting from reading books in the library to online research and culminating, now, in a global teleconferencing class aimed at discussing various issues throughout the world. What I see now has been enhanced greatly through the use of technology.
My growing knowledge of events, situations, lifestyles, and so on was not merely a growth in the number of facts I could regurgitate or problems I could solve -it represented a knew level of sensory awareness that came with responsibilities. There were obviously plenty of pieces of information and stories that I gathered through new forms of communication that were of little consequence in a larger picture -usually such things served only entertainment functions -but, more importantly, I was increasingly accessing information that meant something, that had real consequences, true relevance to life.
Through improvements in both the amount and quality of this information, I became aware of people starving while others squandered resources. I became aware of genocide and humanitarian efforts. I became aware of environmental degradation and conservation. However, awareness alone does not mean very much. My knowing that there was a poor farmer in Chile struggling to feed his family or a cholera epidemic in Zimbabwe did nothing to address these issues. Nobody was better off because I knew, the suffering remained. Thus technology was not an end in itself but rather a means by which awareness and responsibility could arise. Becoming aware created the potential for action and along with it, the means to an ethical obligation.
As it changes our personal lives, the spread and advancement of communication and information technology is also doing much the same thing at the societal level. I am not the only one accessing information about poverty, violence, starvation, economic injustice, and environmental degradation. Many people can do so with only a few clicks of a mouse. Society as a whole is experiencing a sensory expansion as electronic information channels expand, like growing nerves, further and further from the historical loci of information and action to individuals. The way in which we answer "what do you see?" is far more detailed than it has ever been before and continues to expand rapidly. But what does this growing awareness mean? What responsibilities come with these technologies?
I strongly believe that our growing awareness comes with an ethical and moral obligation to act. To demonstrate the validity of this belief we can consider a fairly simple thought experiment. Consider a room in which many people are seated in front of a stage. There is a man on the stage that is bound to a chair with a table only a few feet away. There is food on the table but it is just a few inches beyond the man's reach. The man cannot obtain food from his current position without someone else coming to his aid. In addition coming to the aid of the man would cost anyone no more than a few moments of their time. Would it be wrong for the people to sit idly in the room and watch as the man starves? No, surely such apathy and inaction would be considered unethical and * It is important to note that even this technology is astounding and unknown to much of the world, but we will consider mainly the most advanced and publicly available communication technologies as these are more indicative of what the coming decades hold in store.
immoral. One would be hard pressed to find anyone that would believe such inaction to be acceptable. † To contrast this scenario, consider a person walking along the sidewalk outside the building in which this room lies. There are no windows in the room and thus the person possesses no sense that might allow her to know what is occurring inside. Does this person have any obligation to save the starving man? Most everyone would admit that she does not, though allowing the man to starve is an unethical act in itself she cannot be held accountable for she has no means by which she may become aware of his suffering.
Thus, we can now see that awareness has the potential to act as a means by which ethical and moral obligation might manifest themselves in light of suffering or an unacceptable situation. Consider one last scenario in which the stage is shrouded by a curtain that the audience cannot see through. The audience is aware that someone is suffering behind the curtain but they do not know the exact situation. The curtain could be easily moved and the man saved. In such a case would we say that the audience is obligated to open the curtain and subsequently save the man without incurring any cost or harm to themselves? Of course. From this scenario we can gather that absolute awareness is not a necessary condition to require action when combined with the ability to become more aware.
The link between this series of thought experiments and the growing "sensory acuity" of society through communication technologies is apparent enough. With the advent of television, computers, the internet, and satellite communications we have developed a level of sensory awareness that we previously lacked -that which the person outside the building did not possess. To make a clear comparison the man's suffering can be extended to the malnutrition and actual starvation that plagues millions throughout inner cities, rural states, and developing countries. Over time, our ability to learn about the prevalence of such suffering has developed to the point where we can now find specific statistics and then press policy makers to act, or we can donate food and monetary resources directly, such that the suffering can move from his position with little more than a few clicks of a computer mouse. Thus we can extend the obligations of the audience to each individual that is integrated into society's rapidly developing communications. Our obligations to those who are suffering are as demanding as those to which the audience must be held.
Our current situation is most like the third scenario. Information about human conditions world-wide has been disseminated widely enough that we are all partially aware, and we understand that we can become more aware through simple and easy means. This minor awareness can be captured by the fact that nearly everyone understand the meaning of the words "slum" or "famine" and can likely conjure images that are not † It is beyond the scope of this paper to establish why an obligation to reduce suffering exists when one is capable of doing so. This is obviously a much discussed topic in the realm of philosophy but can be more generally linked to social accountability as observed through many religious doctrines that, for example, condemn "turning a blind eye to your neighbors' plight". Thus whether or not there exists an ethical obligation, there is likely societal pressure and expectations (which may be derived from ethics) that require our action. You would feel guilty if you were to simply watch the man starve and for simplicity sake we can accept that this guilt comes from a legitimate source. abstract or historical but concrete and acceptably grounded in the present. Those who did not know could not act, but those given the ability to see cannot justifiably feign blindness.
Starvation and malnutrition are, obviously, not the only states of human existence about which we now possess the ability to gain awareness of and act upon, but we have only consider this example for the sake of brevity. If the building in our experiment had housed so many rooms containing suffering men, such that it would be beyond the capacity of the individuals to act upon each case, we could not reasonably expect any one person to be obligated to do so. Similarly, there are clearly more problems and suffering in the world today than any one person can solve, but neither we nor the members of the audience are exempt from acting in some way. We cannot simply leave the curtain closed or sit idly because the scale of total suffering is beyond our abilities. We, as individuals, must act to eliminate at least some of the suffering and collectively to address the whole. This notion may conflict with the self-interest promoting social and economic systems that are prevalent throughout much of the world, but ethics should stand as it is more foundational.
Now it may seem that individuals are not as obligated as those in the audience because we have institutions, agencies and organizations that are designed to act cohesively with greater power in response to such suffering. However, it is no longer reasonable expect such organizations to be the sole locus of action. The International Monetary Fund, Red Cross and World Bank are not the only places where people are aware of the vast extent to which poverty and disease impact much of the world. An individual can no longer expect that the people who need the information will obtain it and take the necessary actions when it is literally being laid out before our eyes on computer and television screens everyday. We are now obligated to hold such organizations accountable and act within our own capacity as would the audience if there was an individual designated to aid the man in obtaining food. It would be our, and their, obligation to ensure that his suffering was addressed and to bring any failures to the awareness of others and those in power.
We can no longer pass off the expectation of action to higher institutions, organizations, or even individuals. We cannot simply appeal to notions that "the higherups" will do what is right, as if we did not even know what was wrong. When granted the capacity to act we cannot appeal to God or government to act on our behalf, when it is we that now have the knowledge to do so directly. This is not to suggest that they should not share a hand in addressing the suffering of the world -they should -but their participation does not reduce our responsibility as free and able agents.
Society as a whole is more aware of itself as each piece, each individual, becomes aware. This simple awareness has not granted each of us the ability to personally stop war, end poverty, prevent starvation, halt global warming or save the rainforest. But our means of awareness -communication systems -have also brought us the ability to extend our voice -to organize, to petition, to capture the attention of those "higher-ups" and ensure that their power and resources are used to act appropriately. Technology and its strengthening of society's senses can not be accepted as a gift without the associated responsibility. Now that we have explored the ethical implications of developing technology in the present we will be more capable of acting responsibly in the future. Who can even imagine the great advances that will occur in the next ten, twenty or even a hundred years? I surely can not, but I can at least know that what we "see" will come with great responsibility, a responsibility we must recognize.
I must extend many thanks to Judith Singley, John Kelley, and Mary Ann Krisa who provided invaluable feedback, encouragement, and criticisms in the writing of this essay.
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T E C H N O L O G I C : w e a t h e r i n g s t o r m s , t o d a y , y e s t e r d a y , & t o m o r r o w
Look out honey 'cause I'm using technology.
-Iggy Pop
The first thing you notice when a hurricane barrels through your life is that your cell phone doesn't work. You, of course, are away. You've joined the exodus on highways contraflowing away from your city (if your city is New Orleans). But in the deep morning, as you watch the footage of your neighborhood filling with water, as you watch from Jackson or Chicago or Houston or even Baton Rouge, and you want to call home-or at least, wherever your parents have evacuated to, which in recent years is never where you've evacuated to-you notice that you cannot make an outgoing call. The cell phone fills your ear with a disconnection siren, and it is loud, because you've turned the T.V. low, because you don't need to hear what the anchor is saying: that your home is a national disaster area, that the storm isn't as strong as was predicted (this is always true), that no one will know the extent of the damage for hours, for days, for weeks, for years. And in this moment, you look at the hundred dollar box of plastic and electricity and nickel in your hand and you curse, for this is not supposed to happen.
*
In 1900, the most notice people got for a hurricane was an official warning a few hours before landfall. Meteorology was not the beep of Doppler maps we see today; it was done by observation. Noticing clouds and sea swells. Checking barometric pressure. Measuring wind speed. As hurricanes are mainly maritime phenomena, this observation would take place at sea or on shore, and because satellite communication and radio broadcasting did not yet exist, land dwellers had to wait until a ship was docking to receive any news of coming weather. So you can imagine what it was like to be a resident of Galveston, Texas in 1900. You wake up to a rainy Saturday morning. The day is gray but not overwhelming. You stay inside. The sky darkens considerably during the afternoon, but by then the sounds of wind cut by trees and edifices has become a cacophony. And praying that the moment will pass, it does, but now water has seeped through the seams of your wooden floor. There is nothing but darkness, calm, and water. The water begins consuming what was left on the floor. Newspapers. Shoes. Rugs. You splash through the water searching for things of value and begin moving them as high as you can: chairs stacked on tables, papers and books on the bed, boots and shoes moved to the top of the closet. And it is when your valuables are as safe as possible in this situation that you hear the drumroll on the corrugated steel or perhaps shingles of your roof. And then the wind picks up its race. And then water, now up to your thighs, continues to rise.
You wonder how the day could have turned out like this.
* lirette2
Because I returned to my home in New Orleans a good three months after the storm, I was not faced with survival in the urban wilderness scenario that often accompanies hurricanes: the butane camping stoves, the boiling of all water, the kerosene lamps, the MREs distributed by the National Guard, the reptiles displaced to the backyard, the thick smell of the gulf's mud at my front door, the smell of crudely washed humans in my apartment. Instead, my apartment smelled stale but relatively clean, being on the second floor and clear of the waters. The first thing I noticed was that the air conditioning was on. Even the refrigerator was on-so instead of scrubbing a wiggling mess of rotted and moldering food, I dumped lethargic maggots, with their dishes, into the trash. The water was on but disgusting. The only thing turned off was the gas for the stove. In fact, after cleaning and gagging for hours, I whipped out my laptop, which was connected to the wireless network which was hooked up to my functioning DSL Internet service. Within minutes, I had contacted my gas provider and scheduled an appointment to turn it back on. Then I checked my email and Facebook accounts. I even checked a few blogs, some updated by locals, who provided information about curfews, open businesses, disaster relief, contractor information, house gutting services, refrigerator disposal, rebuilding plans, tentative Mardi Gras parade routes, and national reaction and response to my own private disaster. Excuse me, the most devastating natural catastrophe in modern America.
Because of the access of telecommunications, facing a natural disaster becomes a hyperreal experience. Each day in New Orleans when I returned was lived much like the days before I returned, at least in habits of media consumption and communication. I checked my email. I stalked friends and enemies on Facebook. I researched things that interested me. I made calls on my cell phone (towers were restored weeks after the storm). Everyone in my family knew where I was, how I spent my evacuation, what I was doing next. I made dates and attended parties and went out for drinks with friends. Only the environment changed.
The stink actually did not dissipate, and so the bike ride to Loyola University was a muggy palette of hurricane smells: rotting grass, black mold, sawdust, fiberglass insulation, waterlogged paper. These smells were sometimes coming from abandoned homes, but more often, as uptown did not get devastated in the same way as other parts of the city, from piles of rubble left by the curb for the eventual garbage collector to collect.
Businesses that were once lit were dark. Vibrant neighborhoods now quiet. Whole sections of the city completely uninhabited and uninhabitable. These empty shells where people once lived, ate, drank, talked, assembled now formed the landscape of the city. In a way, we were posttechnological. But that's because we were post-human.
That was the reality. But most of us who returned had another reality we had to attend to: normalcy. Normalcy meant access to goods and services and modes of communication. It meant going to work downtown. It meant logging into Blackboard to complete assignments. It meant calling and texting and leaving voice messages. It meant scheduling doctor appointments and ordering pizzas. It meant using your credit card. This was the veneer with which we covered ourselves. It was our armor.
Seven months after the storm, with no obvious improvement from when I returned, I read a blog post by a New Orleans resident. He tried to rally his readers into action by demanding we fly US flags upside down to signify that we were in distress and needing immediate relief. I retorted that if he was posting on Livejournal, he was not truly in a crisis situation. What kind of disaster are you in if you can rent a DVD and pay for it with a credit card and then play it at your home? If you can amuse yourself with a videogame or an online social networking site? If you can complain about needing to be next to an outlet to use your laptop which has low battery life? lirette3 But perhaps I was wrong. Maybe our fantasy life was not under distress-the fantasy of normalcy in which we cloaked ourselves-but the real, basic qualities of our life were still suffering. * My family down the bayou can always tell you what the weather is going to be like. Not because they have some folkloric understanding of nature, but because they watch religiously the weather forecast on television. I remember shushing at dinnertime when Bob Breck, a New Orleans weatherman, came on. And even though he told us that we and everyone else living below I-10 was going to die during Hurricane Lilli, they still watch him. Can you imagine the blessing of having weather forecasts delivered to their homes? That they could know when a storm was coming a few days in advance, instead of being ready and wary for a season watching the clouds for signs of darkness.
I don't watch the weather on television. I have the internet and, of course, phone calls home to tell me what I should expect. In years to come, the arcane science of meteorology will become more and more sophisticated. We will accurately know the locations and trajectories of hurricanes. We will discern the particulars of our own impact on weather phenomena. Perhaps we will be able to master weather. No one can tell. If you told me ten years ago that most people will have access to a nearly infinite amount of information and entertainment built into their cell phones, I wouldn't have believed you. We forget that it is only recently that cellular technology and the internet have become staples of our American life.
Yet, you can travel less than two thousand miles to find technological wastelands, where people still rely on crude empirical evidence to foretell storms. They have even cruder means for weathering them. They have no phone numbers or email addresses, and you cannot friend them on Facebook. These are the things we may consider when thinking about future technology. But before we learn to stop and reverse the progression of cancer or Alzheimer's disease, there will be a huge improvement of media technologies. The internet will become faster and more far reaching. Videos and music will surround us wherever we go. The future is in entertainment. The future is in communication.
With access to information, people can better understand fellow humans, their predilections, attitudes, faiths, and sentimentalities. Through entertainment media, artists have the potential to create engaging and critical art that will reach more people than ever before. But, as we march steadily (sometimes sprinting) into the future, can we avoid creating a simulacrum of life through media oversaturation? Already surrounded by media, we live vicariously enough-through fictional lives and adventures, "reality" programming, the instantaneous catharsis of pop music. Can we avoid living a fantasy? * For four months in 2006, I lived separated from the media. I held an apartment in the 13 th arrondissement of Paris and had no cell phone, no home internet access, and no television. Weekly, I would walk to a café with wifi to call my family via an online service. Otherwise, I used phone lirette4 cards. The movies I saw were what was available in France-French movies and American movies that were popular before I left the states. To follow American news, I occasionally bought magazines from newspaper kiosks. If I needed to do research online, I had to find a place that offered internet-which I did, conducting my studies leading to my undergraduate thesis with a carafe of wine at Café Contrescarpe near my apartment.
My time in the States, even now, is spent with a television, with constant internet access, with a cell phone slipped into my jean pocket. My time in Paris was spent walking. I read in the metro instead of listening to music. At home, I cooked and ate and cleaned myself and slept and, occasionally, did homework. My eyes were opened wider. I noticed the movements of the people around me. Yet my technological isolation was also a social isolation. My classmates at the Sorbonne were as connected as anyone in the States. Surprisingly, no one can make plans without a cell phone anymore. It's all we know. And back home, I couldn't wait to call my friends.
Luckily, 2006 was a quiet year for hurricanes. A suitcase with four or five changes of clothes, including a bathing suit, for it is still summer time and there is a good chance the hotel you are evacuating to has a swimming pool. But with all your most valuable possessions and the books you brought with you, you can do nothing but watch the live action on the television. The storm is approaching and your small hometown is in the center of the projected path. It is 150 miles from the coast. Then 100. Then 50, and at this point, there is no chance that your town will escape the storm. And so you watch as reporters swarm the marina you worked at as a teenager. You watch the sheriff and his deputies and the National Guard and the few people who stayed fill sandbags and stack them along the levee behind your childhood home. And there is also footage of your adopted home, New Orleans. The water begins to rise everywhere, and though you've driven through the night, you cannot fall asleep until you've seen the end. You don't want to miss a thing. But as I went through my students' writing portfolios from the first time I taught this class, I began to see a pattern emerge, one I didn't -and couldn't -see when I was reading these assignments the first time around. The first essay I assigned asked them to consider if the atomic bombs developed by the Manhattan Project were ever viewed as deterrents to war, or if they were intended to be used from the outset. For the most part, my students dutifully examined the bomb as a deterrent, then as a weapon, and depending on the student, fell to one side or the other.
"Possibilities and Challenges in Living with
My students' essays, on the whole, are reflective of contemporary discourse about technology writ large. The possibilities for good constitute a litany to which everyone knows, if not the key verses (think genomics or the Internet), then at least the melody. The challenges and In his recent book, The Shock of the Old, David Edgerton takes aim at many of the popular and prevalent conceptions of technology and the discourses that support them. "Popular"
here by no means infers uneducated or lowbrow; Edgerton challenges the views of technology that are found in universities and government policy as well.
The way technology is generally understood, Edgerton argues, is based on "the innovation-centric account," which focuses on the novelties of innovation. But this innovationcentric account is problematic because it reframes and ultimately equates technological advances as the primary driver of human progress. "We've gone from the wheel to the steam engine to the information age, and haven't looked back since!" So the story goes.
This story, however, is myopic for several reasons. Within this progression, there is no place for already existing, prevalent, "old" technologies. Focusing on the very new, hyperscientific stuff omits much. Furthermore, the problems and challenges from "simple" things like where they are maintained and repaired almost in perpetuity. This last example, and there are many others, shows us how we want our technologies to be in a black box; for the most part, we don't want to do anything other than simply to use them. The cost of this convenience though, is our agency and assent, and we effectively abdicate our potential as decision makers.
It is precisely this line of thinking that has led the eminent historian of technology Leo
Marx to write about technology as "a hazardous concept." The hazard does not come from any For example, a popular cause that my age group likes to fight against is the atrocities committed in Darfur. Yet, if you speak to one of these socially active youths, you will find that they are not just concerned with just this genocide; they are concerned about Georgia, Rwanda, Palestine/Israel (depending on who you talk to) and even Bosnia. Their efforts feel futile because they are so overwhelmed by injustice in the world. Now, I will not be so naïve to say that my generation is the first to be overwhelmed with problems. Doing so would be rude to all former generations that have 'fought the good fight.'
Yet, I feel as though their fights were smaller comparatively. They fought injustice in their areas for their people and joined the fight against similar plights because they did not have MSNBC feeding them 24-hour news coverage from five different countries. What was important to them became their plight and they took understandable action without feeling like they were not good I think that there is still hope for the future though. If the world is so connected that everything is now our area to change, the only thing that is truly relevant to us is our 'self's.'
Being taught to think at a Jesuit institution, I offer this metaphor. Theologians in history have felt that you could never fully comprehend God. God is too vast, too expansive for the human mind and body to fully grasp. You could only pull from God what was personally relevant: your Jesus, your Moses, your Muhammad, even your Anton LaVey. In the same sense, you can never fully comprehend all that is in the world and its faults. All you can do is manifest the God given talents within yourself for good. I love theater so I run a community service theater group. My friend loves to read so she tutors children in under-privileged schools. With this as one's directive, technology is not the problem or the answer but merely a tool to be used with a purpose: to enhance one's own abilities and not to direct them in one-way or another.
As I finished this reflection, the Metro North train just whizzed past my window again.
Though it is rather late, the view from my window into the Bronx is clear. Where the darkness falls is the end of my reach, and from there someone else will pick up the torch I pass. The nice thing about technology is that as they run with that torch, like an ancient Olympian, they can have an iPod playing to keep them company.
